It's unclear why the Iranian government has arrested Djalali, says his colleague Luca Ragazzoni, a health researcher at the University of Eastern Piedmont, who worked with him from 2012 to 2015. In a separate case, physicist Omid Kokabee -released from a Tehran jail in August 2016 after five years imprisonment -believes he himself was punished for refusing to help a covert nuclear-weapons programme. But Ragazzoni says that disaster health research is less controversial. "The data we work with are not sensitive, and we publish all our results: I don't see what else a government should be interested in," he says. He thinks the group's international collaborations may have raised suspicion.
Imprisoned scentists
The US-Iran nuclear deal in 2015 had sparked hopes of greater academic freedom in Iran. But since that agreement, other researchers besides Djalali have been imprisoned or sentenced. They include Homa Hoodfar, a Canadian-Iranian social anthropologist who was arrested in March 2016 and charged with "dabbling in feminism and security matters", before being released on "humanitarian grounds" 112 days later; and retired Iranian polymer scientist Mohammad Hossein Rafiee-Fanood, who was sentenced to six years in prison in May 2015 for political activism, and was released on medical furlough last year.
Hamid Babaei, an Iranian mathematics student who was studying for a PhD in finance at the University of Liège in Belgium when he was arrested in August 2013, remains in prison on a six-year sentence for "spying and contact with enemy states". He says that he was imprisoned for refusing to be an informant in Belgium for Iran's intelligence ministry.
"Iranian scientists enjoy access to world institutions and the worldwide web of scientific information. But they do not enjoy freedom of political dissent. The nuclear deal has not changed this situation by an inch," says Eugene Chudnovsky, a physicist at the City University of New York who is co-chair of the Committee of Concerned Scientists.
